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Introduction

 This workshop will:

Describe relevant terminology and gear, 
along with tips and recommendations.

Demonstrate the basics of setting up studio 
lighting to photograph portraits and 
products, using remotely-triggered battery-
powered speedlites. 
Note: This process is also applicable to using 
mains powered strobes or dimmable 
incandescent flood lamps.

2



Freebies

 The studio setups I will be using 
are from the “Lighting Guide –
Master Pro Portrait Lighting with 
these 24 essential studio set-
ups”, from 
www.digitalcameraworld.com

 I have printed a limited number 
of copies of this guide at A3 size 
and laminated them for 
members. They are available at 
the front of the room.
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Terminology, Gear, Tips & 
Recommendations:

 Cold-shoe: A cold shoe is a fitting 
that accepts a speedlite or flash 
unit, providing a mounting point 
without any electrical connections. 
These can be standalone or 
attached to a tripod or light stand. 

 Hot-shoe: Similar to a cold-shoe, 
but this time with electrical 
connections, is the connection on 
the top of most cameras that 
accepts a compatible flash unit.
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 Strobe: A strobe is any flash unit, 
be it a speedlite or a mains-
powered studio flash unit. They 
are called strobes because they 
are capable of repeated firing. 
This technique is often used in 
model shoots, where for 
example, the model may be 
dancing with a fan blowing air 
through her hair, permitting a 
series of action shots.
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 Speedlite: A hot-shoe-
mountable battery-powered 
flash unit.

Speedlites have many modes 
of operation

Speedlites can be used 
on-camera manually.

Speedlites can be used 
on-camera with ETTL 
[Electronic Through The 
Lens] control by the 
camera.

6



Speedlites can be used remotely in both 
manual and ETTL modes.

Speedlites can mount to the hot-shoe of a 
camera or camera-grip. 

The hot-shoe provides the trigger signal to 
trigger the flash.

If a speedlite is mounted on a cold-shoe, it  
needs remote-triggering to trigger the flash.

Some speedlites also feature an auto-focus 
assist beam [dashed red grid] for shooting in 
low light or when contrast is low.
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Speedlites can be triggered off-camera 
remotely. 

You can trigger one or many speedlites at 
once, each with different settings.

Some speedlites are triggered using an 
infrared optical beam from the front of the 
camera. 

For this to work, the optical receiver of 
the infrared signal has to be in a direct 
line-of-sight of the front of the camera. 

The speedlite also has to be in range of 
the signal from the camera.
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Infrared signalling does not work well in 
bright daylight. 
You might ask when you would need 
to use a speedlite in bright daylight? 
One example is a wedding shot, taken 
with the subject in the shade under a 
tree, with the photographer in the sun. 
The speedlite would provide fill-in-flash, 
so as to appropriately light the subject.

Some speedlites are triggered by a 
wireless signal.
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Wireless triggering allows further range 
than optical triggering.

Wireless triggering is not affected by 
bright light.

You do not need line-of-sight, so your 
speedlite could be situated out of sight 
behind a tree, while throwing light on 
the subject.

The wireless/optical trigger signal can 
come from the camera itself [if it has that 
option], or from a strobe controller 
mounted on the hot-shoe of the camera.
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The head of most speedlites
can rotate, so that the flash 
can be directed at the 
subject while the optical 
receiver faces the camera. 

The head of some speedlites
can be pivoted vertically. In 
combination with rotation, 
this enables them to bounce 
light off the ceiling or a wall, 
to provide a softer side-fill 
light or even a backlight on 
the subject.
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Some speedlites have a slide-
out built-in diffuser with 
catchlight sheet. This sheet 
slides out with the internal 
diffuser and sits 
perpendicularly to the face 
of the flash. The sheet 
provides a catchlight on the 
eyes of a subject, when you 
might be using the speedlite
to provide bounce flash for 
example.
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Some speedlites ship with a 
clip-on diffuser for bounce 
flash, that doubles as a filter 
holder. The usual purpose of 
using a filter here is to match 
the colour hue of the flash 
with, say, existing fluorescent 
lights. This prevents areas not 
hit by the flash having a 
different colour hue.
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Some speedlites have a zoom feature. This is 
an optical system that gives the flash a 
narrower or wider flash beam. 

You might manually set it to wide when it 
is used in a lightbox, or narrow in a snoot. 

In automatic mode the zoom flash setting 
matches the current focal length of your 
lens. This can increase the range and 
battery life of your speedlite at longer 
focal lengths, as light is not wasted on 
items not in view. 
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 Tethering: This is connecting 
your camera via USB cable, 
Bluetooth, WiFi or NFC to a 
phone, tablet or computer. 
This enables remote control of 
your camera along with image 
transfer. You often require 
camera-manufacturer supplied 
software to do this. ON1 Photo 
Raw has built-in tethered 
shooting capability via USB. 
Some cameras from Canon and 
Nikon are supported in this way.
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 Hard Flash Vs Soft Lighting:

A hard flash source is one 
that presents its light as a 
point source. Such flashes 
produce sharp shadow 
edges on subjects. This might 
be the desired effect if you 
are shooting a car, and want 
to highlight its lines. However, 
in a portrait situation, you 
probably do not want a 
sharp shadow line on the 
profile of a subject’s nose. 
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If shooting a beauty portrait, 
you might be inclined to use 
a soft flash, for a more 
flattering image and softer 
lines. 

On the other hand, if your 
subject is a little old withered 
man, that has worked as a 
manual labourer all of his life, 
and you want to emphasise
his wrinkly skin and hard 
lifestyle, you might go with a 
hard flash.
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 Lightboxes: 

A lightbox is a framework 
covered with fabric that 
attaches to a strobe, for the 
purpose of controlling the 
light striking a subject. They 
are usually rectangular, 
square or octagonal in shape 
and typically 500mm or more 
across. Usually there are one 
or two layers of white fabric 
diffuser between the strobe 
and the front of the lightbox.
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Lightbox shape is very 
important for portraiture, as it 
will appear in catchlights in 
your subject’s eyes. 
A purchasing consideration is 
that octagonal lightboxes 
give a round, natural looking 
catchlight, whereas 
rectangular or square 
lightboxes do not. 
Often used by internet 
streamers, ring-lights give 
ghastly catchlights.
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Ring-light: [not a lightbox]

A circular light used on a 
tripod by internet 
streamers, providing 
shadowless lighting for 
streaming of video.
Note: Do not use one of 
these for portraits.
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Lightcube.

A light cube is a special 
type of lightbox with five 
walls, that is used for 
photographing small 
products [that are placed 
inside the cube].

They are foldable and 
typically are around 40cm 
x 40cm x 40cm in size.

Some offer LED illuminated 
panels.
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 Light Stands: These come in 
several styles and prices vary 
markedly, depending on the 
materials, quality and features. 
Some offer boom arms, some 
come with wheels. 
They are telescopic and can be 
folded.
Selens Standard 3/8” or 1/4” 
spigots are the universal light 
stand fitting used in studio 
lighting that various strobes and 
accessories attach to.
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 Fixtures, Fittings and Hardware 
for Stands

A boom arm is an arm that 
can be angled from the mast 
of the stand and extended 
out, usually with a counter-
weight for balance.

There are clamps, ball-head 
adapters, card clips, ¼” to 
3/8” thread adapters and 
many more.
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Umbrellas.

Flash-through translucent 
umbrellas are a type of 
diffuser. 

Silver, white or gold-lined 
black umbrellas are a type 
of reflector.

As umbrellas can be 
mounted on a stand and 
the strobe connected via 
a hot-shoe extender from 
the camera.
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Reflectors: Some reflectors 
consist of fabric stretched 
over a springy hoop that 
can be twisted into a 
compact shape to fit a 
pouch. These come in 
white, silver, black and 
gold. 

Gold can ‘warm’ the 
skin tones, at the cost 
of a potentially 
problematic colour
cast.
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 Fixtures, Fittings and Hardware 
for Strobes.

Bowl reflectors are made of 
aluminium and commonly 
come in 18cm diameter with 
a smooth or hammered 
reflective surface.

Beauty Dish reflectors are up 
to 55cm in diameter. They 
are usually placed close to a 
subject’s face and are used 
in cosmetics photography.
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Snoot.

These are fitted to 
reflectors to confine the 
light to a very tight beam, 
for the purpose of 
highlighting a very small 
part of a subject, such as 
the eyes. 

Sometimes filters are 
mounted in front of snoots 
for a creative look.

27



Barndoor: A barndoor 
mounts directly to the front of 
the strobe or Bowen mount 
and provides four hinged 
plates that operate as 
shaders, to block light from 
areas of the subject. These 
provide fine control of where 
the light strikes.
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 Camera: The camera should have built-in 
strobe controller functionality or a flash hot-shoe 
that can accept an external strobe controller.

 Lens: The Lens ideally should have an effective 
[35mm equivalent] focal length of 80 to 200mm 
for portraiture, with a maximum aperture of f2.8 
or larger. 

Longer focal lengths ‘flattens’ the image 
more and do not exaggerate the 
appearance of the size of the nose as short 
lenses do.
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A large aperture permits a 
shorter depth of field, which 
means that you can have 
your subject focused, while 
the background is out of 
focus. 

Lenses with Macro-focussing
capability are 
recommended, particularly 
for photographing smaller 
products.
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 Strobe Controller.

As the name suggests, these 
control your strobes.

Some camera bodies have a 
strobe controller built-in, such 
as the Canon 70D and 
6DMkII. 
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An external strobe controller can also be 
mounted on your hot-shoe of the camera. If 
you use an external strobe controller, it must 
be designed to work with your make and 
model of camera and strobe, so that you do 
not damage your camera or the controller.

Another consideration when you have 
strobes, is the type of connection that the 
controller uses to communicate with them. 
Some controllers use optical infrared, others 
use wireless as their connection. 

The controller and slaves all need to be set to 
the same communication means.

32



 The Goal

To illuminate the subject in 
such a way as to put the 
subject literally, in the best 
light possible. 

To minimise distractions such 
as backgrounds and 
unwanted shadows by 
controlling depth of field, 
point of view and light 
sources.

To have flexibility and 
creative choice in lighting 
the subject.
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 Setup Fundamentals for Portraiture.

We want the subject to be far enough back 
from the camera, that we do not 
exaggerate the size of the subject’s nose in 
proportion to their face. 
We do this by using a lens with focal length 
of 80-250mm.

We want the subject to be sharp, but the 
backdrop blurred. We do this by using a 
large aperture, which gives us a short depth 
of field, while placing the backdrop a bit 
further from the subject.
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Backdrops can be draped 
down and across the floor 
with a curvature so that the 
backdrop appears infinite.

Sometimes we want to only 
see the subject. To do that 
we need to carefully control 
the exposure. 

If we have a white backdrop, 
we can have white or 
coloured lighting on the 
backdrop.
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 Strobe/reflector setup process for portraiture.

Place the three elements of your shot 
[camera, subject and backdrop] where they 
need to be, to satisfy the previous criteria.

Focus on the subject’s eyes manually. 

Adjust the aperture to provide the depth of 
field required for all of your subject’s face [or 
body] to be sharp.

Set the shutter speed at no more than 
1/150th of a second. This is so that the shutter 
is open long enough for the short duration 
flash to illuminate the sensor of the camera.
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Turn off the lights. 

Take a photo. 
If the subject can be seen, reduce the ISO 
slightly and take another photo. Repeat until 
the subject can barely not be seen. 
OR
If the subject cannot be seen, increase the 
ISO slightly and take another photo. Repeat 
until the subject can barely be seen, then 
decrease the ISO until the subject can barely 
not be seen.
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Note: For this workshop, I will be using the 
Key, Fill and Hair Light - Studio Set-up.

Strobe A will be Key.

Strobe B will be Fill.

Strobe C will be Hair Light

Enable only Strobe A, a lightbox. Adjust the 
height of Strobe A to be higher than the 
subject, down tilted at about 30 degrees 
and aimed at the subject’s face from about 
2m away. Position strobe A to be slightly to 
the subject’s right from center.
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Take a test photo. Adjust 
Strobe A’s power and or 
distance from light stand until 
a good Key exposure is 
achieved.

Enable only Strobe B, a 
lightbox. Adjust the height of 
Strobe B to be about waist 
level of the subject and to 
the subject’s left side, aimed 
at the face. 
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Set Strobe B to three stops 
below what Strobe A was set 
to and take a test photo. By 
trial and error, adjust Strobe 
B’s power and subject 
distance until the desired Fill 
exposure is achieved.
Here we are wanting to 
reveal detail within the 
shadows while staying quite 
dark.
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Enable only Strobe C, a 
reflector. Adjust the height of 
Strobe C to be about 400mm 
above the subject’s head. 
Place it behind the subject 
and opposed to strobe A.

Set Strobe C to two stops 
below what Strobe B was set 
to and take a test photo. By 
trial and error, adjust Strobe 
C’s power and subject 
distance until the desired Hair 
Light exposure is achieved.
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Enable all three strobes and 
take a photo to confirm the 
light balance is as desired. 

Interact with you subject to 
achieve the mood, 
expression or look you are 
after, while snapping away.

With autofocus enabled, you 
can move around the 
subject and take perfectly 
exposed images, as long as 
you do not block a strobe.
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 Studio Set-up fundamentals for 
products.

Often the product will be put 
on a stand in front of a 
curved piece of white/black 
card or a draped backdrop. 

Black velvet cloth or glass are 
other alternatives.

A lightcube can be a good 
option.
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If your product is glass or highly shiny, 
Christmas LEDs draped near the subject [out 
of shot] can provide lots of sparkle

Product photography often uses a draped or 
rounded backdrop. It could be a curved 
piece of matt board or a fabric backdrop. 
This simulates a nothingness, which is 
relatively easily masked and removed, 
leaving a subject that can be dropped into 
a layer on another image. This technique is 
used heavily in promotional materials.
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